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Program name and a short description of the innovation:
MeckConnect is a multi-faceted approach to citizen engagement that ranges from leveraging social media to fact-to-face meetings at the neighborhood level.  A primary tenet is to reach out to and interact with residents where they congregate naturally (i.e., intact groups) to discuss issues of their interest rather than calling public meetings on topics of interest to government leaders.  MeckConnect transforms the relationship between residents and their government from the vendor/customer model where residents interact with government as the “experts” who design and provide products and/or services. Instead, the objective is for government leaders to formulate relationships with residents on equal terms to identify community needs and solutions, akin to the barn raising model.  
Description of our jurisdiction, the history of the situation which gave rise to the innovation’s need, and additional underlying factors:
Mecklenburg County serves a constituent base of 919,628 people (as of the 2010 census) and is the most populated county in North Carolina.  The County is governed by a nine-member elected board that makes policy and funding decisions overseeing a budget of $1.3 billion. The Board's priorities are carried out by a staff of approximately 4,500 full-time employees led by County Manager Harry Jones, who is the CEO of the organization and is appointed by the Board. In addition to Mecklenburg County government, there are several other governing bodies in the community that manage individual budgets.  Within the geography of Mecklenburg County, there are seven municipalities including the City of Charlotte and the towns of Cornelius, Davidson, Huntersville, Matthews, Mint Hill and Pineville. In addition, there is a separate elected board for the area school district – Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS), an appointed Board of Trustees for Central Piedmont Community College (CPCC), an appointed Board of Trustees for the Charlotte Mecklenburg Library, a state agency (under North Carolina law, counties fund facility construction and maintenance of public schools and community colleges).  

Local governments have the most direct impact on their citizens. The trend in emphasizing customer services and efficiency in government has influenced the often one-dimensional customer/service vendor relationship between residents and county government. Technology and the prevalence of the Internet have made it possible for residents to be informed (or misinformed) with little to no direct involvement in the agencies by which they are governed and served. Local governments have missed a tremendous resource by not engaging the talents and intellect of members of the community. It allows for the conversation to be dominated by single-issue advocates and special interest groups.

A description of the innovation’s importance, internal impact, and community benefits:
MeckConnect was conceived and operates with core principles that guide all Mecklenburg County citizen involvement/community engagement efforts (the term “citizen” used in the broadest sense rather than merely denoting someone with legal citizenship in the United States). 

· Mecklenburg residents are owners of the community
· Mecklenburg residents have a right and responsibility to participate in the governance of the community
· Comprehensive citizen engagement results in better governance of the community
· Residents from all areas and representing all facets of life in Mecklenburg County must have ample opportunity and access to participate in the governance of the community
· Mecklenburg residents have the right to choose how to participate in the governance of the community
· Mecklenburg County government has a responsibility to foster, encourage and enable citizen engagement by offering multiple, convenient ways to participate through the use of technology and in person, what we call “high tech and high touch”
· Citizen involvement is a learned value that requires ongoing efforts for sustainability 

Citizens everywhere consider their neighborhood to be their community. Neighborhoods are where people learn and grow together and care for their homes, families, friends and neighbors. By going out into neighborhoods, meeting citizens on their home turf, we turn the page on the old parent/child and/or vendor/customer relationship that has characterized governments’ interaction with its citizens. As a result, citizens come to know that their voice can and will be heard and they will know how their involvement matters. These key realizations are vital to obtaining more active participants and participation in Mecklenburg County government and their community.

How is it a quantum leap of creativity?
MeckConnect features the following business strategies to educate and involve Mecklenburg County residents in their local government and in their community:
1. Diverse, Network-Based Recruitment 

Recruit residents by working with existing community groups, other civic networks, organizations and through current government efforts to connect people with each other and with local government; Create methods to involve demographically balanced groups of residents reflective of the impacted community
2. Involve Residents Numerous Ways

a. Use the Public Involvement Spectrum of the International Association of Public Participation (see Inform-Consult-Engage-Collaborate-Empower to design and provide multiple forms of citizen involvement opportunities that range from “high-tech to high-touch

b. Develop and Sustain Citizen Volunteer Program -- Having residents volunteer to help support and/or deliver County services requires considerable planning prior to implementing.

c. Develop Neighborhood-based Council to: 
· Pro-actively identify areas of focus for collaborative efforts by government and residents

· Problem solve with a wide variety of County departments on specific neighborhood issues, concerns and problems

· Provide input to County staff and Board of County Commissioners on key policy issues identified by the County including establishing funding and community priorities

· Encourage increased ownership for neighborhood issues, ultimately strengthening community bonds and relationships

· Serve as a pre-existing resource for the County to involve in the case of an emergency – whether that emergency is a neighborhood specific one or broader county-wide issue

3. Institutionalize and Sustain Citizen Involvement/Community Engagement

Articulate and champion the “Mecklenburg Way” of citizen involvement/community engagement, including oversight/accountability and management structure to support the business strategies.

4. Communicate, Communicate, Communicate

Implement multiple methods of mass and targeted communicating and consulting with residents and others, tailoring the method to include high-tech and high-touch activities.  This includes communicating via the web technology (e.g., web pages, Facebook, Twitter, blogs), news media relations (news stories, PSAs), print materials (brochures, direct mail), advertising, and in person (speakers’ bureau, neighborhood/community meetings, focus groups, study circles, community surveys and more. 
To manage and coordinate oversight of these strategies and tactics, Mecklenburg County established a citizen involvement coordinator position within the County Manager’s Office.  Although many elements of citizen involvement are implemented at the department/agency level, there is a need for coordination of these efforts to ensure follow-through and consistency with Mecklenburg County’s citizen engagement principles, strategies, and tactics. 
Partnerships & Alliances: The activities associated with researching and planning this business model began as a partnership between Mecklenburg County and The Lee Institute, with grant funding provided by Foundation for the Carolinas, Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, and The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation.  Other citizen involvement partnerships include: 

· Charlotte-Mecklenburg Community Relations Committee

· Center for Civic Leadership (Foundation For the Carolinas)

· Community Building Initiative

· City of Charlotte and other Mecklenburg municipalities

· Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools

· Mecklenburg Ministries and other faith community organizations

· Charlotte-Mecklenburg Planning Commission

· Neighborhood Associations

· Charlotte-Mecklenburg Public Library


Current initiatives include:  
· Engaging the jury pool at the Mecklenburg County Courthouse every Wednesday with an interactive program highlighting the County’s programs, services and events and showing the opportunities available for citizens to get involved. This is a partnership with the State Courts System.  
· Engaging 100 individual neighborhoods with personal staff visits and communication. The goal is to build trust with residents and for the neighborhood to have a personal relationship with county staff.  Currently county staff is working with the City of Charlotte staff to build a neighborhood council to connect neighborhoods to each other.  

· Partnering with intact groups, the faith community, area non-profits and others to reach a wide audience of residents.  One objective is more than the “usual suspects.”  Intact groups include senior citizen groups, the Lions Club, the Mason’s, book clubs, garden clubs, and the Rotary, among others.

· To provide residents with an opportunity to actively participate with their government, Mecklenburg County has entered a partnership with a local volunteer group.  Hands on Charlotte provides intensive training to a core group of staff (Volunteer Council) so they can thoroughly understand many ways in which volunteers can serve within the County.  The staff Volunteer Council, representing all county departments, serves as the champion of the volunteer program, with individual Council members proactively identifying volunteer opportunities within their department.  This partnership with Hands on Charlotte also “outsources” the recruitment and placement of volunteers (as well as conducing background checks, etc. to qualify the volunteers). Although this is not designed to take the place of staff, this arrangement provides an opportunity for departments to augment their current operations with additional resources and expertise, as well as providing residents the opportunity to serve the community and learn more about their county government. Hands on Charlotte manages a database of thousands of prospective volunteers with varied talents and skills ranging from manual labor to accounting to strategic planning and more.  View a video report on a recent County/Hands on Charlotte project.  

· Mecklenburg County’s website offers easy access to ways residents may become involved.

Who has benefited from the innovation?
The residents and the County have benefitted from MeckConnect. The state of the economy over the last few years has made budgeting a tremendous challenge. The County cut a total of $150 million from the operating budget in the period FY09-FY11.  During that time, we actively engaged citizens to give us input about their funding priorities. The input was given to the Manager and his Executive Team as they were drafting their budget recommendations and to the elected officials as they were voting on the budget. Not all elected officials have time to get that kind of information from their constituents and most believe it helped them make their budget decisions.
How was the innovation initiated and implemented?
As part of its 2008-2010 Strategic Business Plan, the Mecklenburg Board of County Commissioners directed that a study be conducted to develop recommended goals, strategies, performance measures and accountabilities to support the Board’s vision for citizen involvement in community governance. Funded by private grants with in-kind support from Mecklenburg County, a study conducted by The Lee Institute identified several findings regarding the key reasons why residents do or do not become and/or remain involved with government or civic matters. Based on this study, The Lee Institute and the County Manager’s Office staff developed a business case and strategy for MeckConnect that ultimately was supported by the County Manager’s Office and the Board of County Commissioners.
What risks were associated with planning and developing the innovation?
The biggest risk was that the organization (both staff and elected officials) would not fully commit to or support the new way of doing business; that public input would not be considered important. Problem two was the thought that empowering residents to have a say in their governance (other than by voting) could be considered giving up some power by bureaucrats.  There was, and continues to be, a large investment of time and resources to create a strong system of volunteer citizen advisory committees and boards. MeckConnect enhances those service opportunities.  

What was the environment in which the innovation was created and sustained?
The County surveyed the community asking if the current involvement opportunities were sufficient.  The data said the there were not enough opportunities and not enough different types of opportunities for involvement.  The community wanted to have input in their governance but on their own terms.  The survey showed that citizens were frustrated that small extreme factions dominated the public dialogue and there was not an opportunity to have their voices heard.  The recession resulted in difficult and unpopular cuts and necessitated a high degree of education about the budget process. Community meetings offered that opportunity. 

What were execution costs and savings? 
On the cost side, a senior staff person was hired as coordinator of MeckConnect. Additional time by most of the Public Information staff is counted toward MeckConnect. Additionally, the County has contracted with Hands on Charlotte to manage the volunteer initiative. Including promotional items, food and print materials, cost is $120,000 annually. Savings are expected in future years.
What lessons were learned that could be shared with other local governments?
Buy-in from management and elected officials is paramount otherwise you will lose credibility with citizens.  We have learned that this is a long, slow process and that changing the way citizens view and interact with their local government is hard.  We are working on building trust and open communication with our citizens.  

Which department and/or individuals championed the innovation? 
MeckConnect was developed and championed by John McGillicuddy, General Manager, County Manager’s Office.  MeckConnect is coordinated by Sophia Hollingsworth, Citizen Involvement Coordinator, County Manager’s Office, with direct ongoing involvement of the County’s public information staff.
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Charlotte Business Executive Douglas Edwards heard a MeckConnect presentation in August 2011 and was moved to apply for one of the County’s advisory boards. He was approved by the Board of County Commissioners and currently serves on the Juvenile Crime Prevention Advisory Board. � HYPERLINK "http://mecklenburg.granicus.com/ASX.php?publish_id=721&sn=mecklenburg.granicus.com" ��Watch how it all happened.�





The local Business Community also partners with the County through MeckConnect. In October 2011, MeckConnect closed a deal with IKEA for the retail giant to provide furniture for the children’s waiting area of the County’s Child Protective Services Division at no cost to the taxpayers. � HYPERLINK "http://mecklenburg.granicus.com/ASX.php?publish_id=754&sn=mecklenburg.granicus.com" ��Watch a short video about how it all happened.� 
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